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The Little Rock Zoo was established in 
1926 with only a trained circus bear and a 
wolf that their owner had abandoned. Today, 
the zoo is home to more than 700 animals 
representing more than 200 species, many 
of which are endangered. The zoo’s annual 
budget is $4.4 million, of which less than 
one-third comes from admission sales.

On Thursday evening, the fifth annual 
Zoo Year’s Eve will open at 8 p.m. at the 
zoo’s Cafe Africa. This year’s theme is taken 
from the children’s book by Maurice Sen-
dak, Where the Wild Things Are, which was 
made into a recently released movie. The 
party’s purpose is to raise money for the 
zoo’s wild things.

The Shannon Boshears Band will per-
form on a stage depicting the book’s main 
character, Max’s, bedroom, while the rest 
of the cafe will be transformed into the for-
est where Max encounters Sendak’s wild 

creatures. Tickets for the benefit are $100 
per person. Eyren Mills and Julie Tabor are 
chairmen for this year’s event.

Money raised by previous Zoo Year’s Eve 
parties has been used for new exhibits such 
as the Laura P. Nichols Penguin Pointe, set 
to open next fall, and a cheetah exhibit that 
will open in 2011. 

Money raised has also purchased medical 
equipment for the animals. For example, the 
zoo’s great apes and other primates are now 
monitored by equipment that can record 
echocardiograms. Susan Altrui, director of 
marketing and development, says primates 
are susceptible to the same heart ailments 
that afflict humans. 

Altrui also serves as the executive direc-
tor of the Arkansas Zoological Foundation.

The presenting sponsor for this year 
— and next year — is Windstream Com-
munications Inc. Pachyderm Pack sponsors 
are American Airlines, Allegra Printing and 

Crawl out, howl and prowl 
at 5th Zoo Year’s Eve gala
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P aul Vitale has the perfect name for a guy 
whose job is to bring vitality, whose busi-
ness is called Vital Communications Inc., 

and whose message is hope for the new year.
“If you have the ambition to do something,” he 

says, “whatever it is, now is the time.”
Vitale talks this way for a living. Take his advice, 

and he’ll promise at least one result: “You won’t 
have to look back and say, ‘What if?’” And things 
might turn out even better than you imagine.

Case in point: this Arkansas guy with the ambi-
tion to stand up and motivate people. He listened 
to Paul Vitale, ignoring every other voice that 
told him to settle for a steady paycheck. He built 
his career out of natural energy, a quick smile, a 
sharp wardrobe, a purposeful stride, a big message 
— and a few quiet secrets.

“I am a true Arkansan,” Vitale says. “I not only 
get to deliver a message of hope and encourage-
ment, but also I get to let people know about the 
treasures we have right here in Arkansas.”

He talks this way to about 100 audiences a year, 
thousands of people — at school assemblies, busi-
ness conventions, sales meetings, anywhere people 
need a lift. Based in Little Rock, he travels the state, 
the nation and abroad as far away as Hong Kong, 

ever-going, a professional motivator.
People see him in action on YouTube and find 

his excited voice translated to print in the books 
he writes, most recently in this year’s Sell With 
Confidence: Unlock Your Potential, published by 
Vital Communications.

He sounds the same, too, at Starbucks in the 
Heights in Little Rock. It’s not the caffeine talking. 
Vitale, 37, declines coffee. Resolving to experi-
ence more the healthful benefits of plain water 
in the new year, he treats himself, right now, to 
hot chocolate.

Being a motivator, he says, “you’re always look-
ing for ways to stay motivated yourself.” But for 
him, it’s not an attitude — he sees it as a job re-
quirement the same as he and every other Pitts-
burgh Steelers fan knows the quarterback throws 
the ball.

“You sign on this mission,” he says. “It’s a call-
ing, and you have to see it through.”

Vitale’s animated voice of enthusiasm tempts 
the coffee shop’s other customers to glance his 
way, listening behind him. Few would be surprised 
to learn he played the snare drum in high school. 
But here’s the rest of the story: He also made the 
football team in hometown Russellville and man-
aged to play both — drums in the concert band as 
well as wide receiver on the field. 

“I never marched,” he says, as if anyone might 
do twice as much if only they quit trying to keep 
step in a long tromp to frustration.

March to your own beat, is the message. “Fol-
low your vision.” Vitale quit a young career in 
public relations and marketing and took a chance 
on his ability to give people a boost.

He understands that some don’t want to listen. 
“I respect that.” Skeptical faces dare him to make 
a difference — change a mind.

“Come and live my life,” people tell him. See 
how hard it is to feel motivated, they say, for the 
person who isn’t so young, so lean, broad-shoul-
dered, athletic-looking (the result of Vitale’s morn-
ing runs and jump-rope workouts), or so carefully 
dressed.

“Be Aware of Your Appearance” is a chapter 
in Vitale’s Sell With Confidence — a call for shoe 
polish and clean fingernails. His shirt is so white, 
so crisp, it all but crackles.

“A lot of people didn’t get up this morning,” he 
counters, “but we have.”

First blink of the new day — first step in the 
new year — and already, in Vitale’s view, a person 
has upset the odds against him. Anything is pos-
sible. He tells how he knows.

In third grade, he was diagnosed with a learn-

Paul Andrew Vitale
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‘You sign on this mission. It’s a calling, and you have to see it through.’

Arkansas Democrat-Gazette/BENJAMIN KRAIN

Zoo Year’s Eve chairmen Julie Tabor and Eyren Mills hold an African pygmy hedgehog named Mr. 
Prickles and a blue-tongued skink named Indigo.

Find your 
healthy shape 
in the new 
year.
Dr. David 7D
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Positively motivating others is more than just a line of work for Paul Vitale. 
He sincerely believes in his message of hope and encouragement.
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ing disability. The condition is 
hard to spell, hard to say, and 
so he has written it down to 
be sure he tells it right: pho-
nemic awareness difficulty, 
trouble recognizing vowel 
sounds.

His mother, a school teach-
er, made sure he received the 
years of tutoring it took for 
him to read and write, and 
to pronounce words cor-
rectly. By eighth grade, he 
announced his ambition: to 
be a professional speaker.

Vitale often cites personal 
experiences to illustrate his 
points. This one, not so much. 
The story sounds too improb-
able — the chances of a boy 
who stumbles over words be-
ing able to speak for a living.

“I’m going to be a motiva-
tional speaker?” he says with 
a laugh at the seeming whop-
per. “Are you kidding me?”

Even now, the old condi-
tion troubles him once in a 
while.

“I’m very aware of what I 
say,” Vitale explains. “I don’t 
want to pull out a word I can’t 
enunciate.”

 Resolution: Learn a new 
word every day.

 In writing, the same 
awareness pares his style to a 
simplicity of short sentences 
and plainly stated ideas. “Per-
ception is reality” ... “Sharpen 
your focus” ... three words, the 
same as his favorite quote:

“Keep it simple.”

“QUOTE”
Vitale collects inspiration-

al quotes.
His first book, Are You 

Puzzled by the Puzzle of Life? 
(1998), is based on the advice 
he collected from hundreds of 
sources; and his second, Pass 
It On: Quotations for All Gen-
erations (2002), is 128 pages, 
365 quotes of advice and en-
couragement.

“Quotes are meant to be 
passed on,” he writes.

Repeated, remembered, 
secreted in a wallet, tucked 
in a lunch bag, pinned to the 
bulletin board, stuck to the 
refrigerator, quotes make the 
day. One thing that motivates 
a motivator is hope that he 
might be quoted.

m

“It’s not whether you get 
knocked down, it’s whether 
you get up.” — Football Coach 
Vince Lombardi, quoted in 
Paul Vitale’s Pass It On

m

Are You Puzzled by the 
Puzzle of Life? describes an-
other childhood experience 
that shaped him, that “intro-
duced me to the wonderful 
feeling of importance.”

The thrill of watching a 
Pittsburgh Pirates game, his 
first professional baseball 
game, gave way to “a white 
blur headed my way.” The 
foul ball struck him in the 
chest, landing 10-year-old 
Paul in the Pittsburgh sta-
dium’s emergency room for 
X-rays.

Taped for three bruised 
ribs, he returned to watch the 
rest of the game. But the game 
stopped, and the crowd stood 
and cheered for him. Besides, 
he got to keep the ball.

“I got the nurse to sign it,” 
he says.

Everyone should feel so 
special, Vitale says, and he 
realized “one of my purpos-
es in life” was to make other 
people happy.

J Courson, associate dean 
of students at Southern Ar-
kansas University in Mag-
nolia, was among the first to 
book Vitale for a speech, a 
talk to resident assistants on 
the campus. 

“Enthusiastic, friendly, in-
spiring ... Naturally, he was a 
huge success,” Courson re-
lates. “Paul has continued to 
speak on our campus each fall 
for the past 15 years.”

m

“It’s hard to beat a person 
who never gives up.” — Yan-
kees star hitter Babe Ruth in 
Pass It On.

m

Vitale graduated from the 
University of Central Arkan-
sas in Conway, in 1995, with a 
degree in mass communica-
tion that landed him a job at 
Cranford Johnson Robinson 
Woods advertising agency in 
Little Rock.

“I learned a lot about this 
great state of ours [from tour-
ism accounts], and how to 
treat people, and how to do 
business,” Vitale says.

He wrote his first book 
on the side, prompted by his 
older brother Matt’s question, 
“What does it take to be suc-
cessful?”

Vitale concedes that at age 
26 the main thing he knew 

was that he didn’t know, but 
he had an idea.

“I sent no less than 500 let-
ters to various CEOs, sports 
figures, educators,” he says, 
“asking their wisdom.”

Based on the ideas he 
received, he wrote and self-
published Are You Puzzled by 
the Puzzle of Life?, and hit the 
road to sell it.

For almost a year, he says, 
“I knocked on the doors and 
windows of bookstores to ask 
if they would sell my book. 
Most said no because I didn’t 
have a major publisher. But 
some would say yes.”

The current edition is the 
book’s fifth printing.

m

“Most of my ideas belonged 
to other people who didn’t 
bother to develop them.” — 
Inventor Thomas Edison in 
Pass It On.

m

After returning to Arkan-
sas, Vitale became director of 
sales and marketing for the 
Hot Springs Convention and 
Visitors Bureau.

“It taught me management,” 
he says, and the job allowed 
him chances to speak.

In 2003, he turned full-
time, professional speaker 
and motivational writer, with 
clients including Southwest 
Airlines and Tyson Foods, 
the Boy Scouts of America, 
the Arkansas Department of 
Education, University of Ar-
kansas, University of Kansas, 
University of South Florida, 
Arkansas Hospitality Asso-
ciation, Washington Redskins 
and the U.S. Postal Service.

He offers a dozen topics for 
keynote talks and seminars, 
from “Enthusiasm — Your 
Secret Weapon” (a positive at-
titude), to “It’s Your Business, 
It’s Your Name” (customer 
service), and “The Ultimate 
College Experience” (advice 
from his experiences as a 
former fraternity president, 
student body vice president, 
baseball letterman).

“My belief system is very 
basic,” he says. In Sell With 
Confidence, he advises to 
“Be the one who never stops 
learning, enjoying, and leading 
those who not only want to do 
more, but be more.”

Trace Thurlby, chief oper-
ating officer for the Bott Radio 
Network in Kansas City, Mo., 
grew up with Vitale in Rus-
sellville.

“Paul’s appeal is not due to 
his good looks,” Thurlby con-
fides in an e-mail, “(though 
he was voted Mr. Greek God 
after his stellar performance 
in a swimsuit contest at UCA); 
rather people are drawn to 
Paul because of his heart ... He 
wants to help each of us live 
life and live it to the fullest.”

Brenda Scisson, public rela-
tions counselor at Stone Ward 
in Little Rock, counts Vitale 
“like a younger brother,” a 
friendship that came from his 
start in advertising. 

“He has the charisma of a 
politician,” she says, “the man-
ners of an Emily Post trainee, 
the good looks of a movie star, 
and the energy of a Duracell 
battery.”

m

“To make a difference is not 
a matter of accident, a matter 
of casual occurrence of the 
tides. People choose to make 
a difference.” — Poet Maya 
Angelou in Pass It On.

m

 Vitale proposed to his 
wife, Jessica, not only in front 
of her, but also in front of his 
parents on a family trip to visit 
relatives in Pittsburgh, and his 

audience, a crowd of women 
in a weight-loss program in 
Atlanta.

“They loved it,” Vitale’s 
mother, Carole Vitale, says. 
“They thought it was the most 

romantic thing they’d ever 
seen.” And after a gulp of sur-
prise, and a clutch of fear that 
her son might have taken too 
great a risk, “it went off well,” 
she says. He’d finally “found 
the lid to his pot.”

Vitale’s wife of nearly three 
years, Jessica, tells how they 
met at the post office.

“We had known each other 
before,” she says, business ac-
quaintances, but the chance 
encounter sparked a dating 
relationship.

“We’re both fairly positive 
personalities,” she says, “and I 
think that was the big attrac-
tion.”

Dating, she imagined “he 
doesn’t have any bad days.” 
Married, she concedes to 
having seen a few, but says 
her husband’s enthusiasm is 
basic nature.

“He’s a very happy guy, full 
of energy,” she says. “He loves 
to speak, loves to help people, 
and I think that’s what gives 
him his drive.”

“I help with accounting 
and proofreading,” she says, 
but Vitale credits his wife with 
much more.

“She’s not only my best 
friend,” he says, “she’s a huge 
support for what I do. She un-
derstands the ebb and flow of 
what I do as a public speaker, 
and that’s critical.”

Home from a speaking trip, 
“I might tell my wife I’m not 
going to talk a lot for the next 
few days,” he says. “I might sit 
and watch the fireplace, just 

watch the fire glow.”
A favorite meal at home is 

spaghetti and sauce, an entree 
that places his wife’s cooking 
in direct competition with 
the Vitale family’s traditional, 
homemade Italian recipes.

“I don’t make it for his par-
ents,” she says — yet.

m

“I have found enthusiasm for 
work to be the most priceless in-
gredient in any recipe for success.” 
— Hollywood mogul Samuel 
Goldwyn in Pass It On.

m

Vitale competes for atten-
tion against an industry of 
other speakers, other ideas, 
greater promises, motivation-
al books, T-shirts and posters 
— and lately, a backlash against 
thinking the best can happen 
in today’s world of war, reces-
sion, gloom, good people out of 
work, illnesses that defy cure.

The Internet touts every-
thing from prayer to hypnosis 
and feng shui as the ways to 
riches and happiness. Barba-
ra Ehrenreich leads a charge 
against optimism in her new 
book, Bright-Sided: How the 
Relentless Promotion of Posi-
tive Thinking Has Undermined 
America (Metropolitan). Bet-
ter to be “hacked to death by 
a madman,” she writes, than 
to go through bad times with 
a “sweet little smile.”

Vitale holds the middle 
ground — no insisting on 
a smile no matter what, no 
promises that wishing makes 
things happen (“You have to 
take action”), but he tells how 
he knows that positive energy 
works.

“I’ll say, ‘Give me an ex-
ample of your best day,’” he 
says, “and people raise their 
hands. They’ll say the birth 
of a grandchild, a promotion 
in their careers, and you can 
feel the energy — actually feel 
it,” he says. “They’re smiling, 
laughing, and we know these 
things are positive to a per-
son’s health.”

Ask about bad days, “and 
you can feel the energy — it 
drops,” he says. “Ask people 
how it feels to be around 
negative energy, they’ll say it 
drains, it brings me down.

“We know good things 
happen to bad people, and 
bad things happen to good 
people,” Vitale says. “I believe 
it’s all in how you deal with 
the circumstance.”

Good times or bad, “my 
core message stays the same,” 
he says. “It sums up what I’m 
trying to accomplish:”

m

“There will always be those 
who face greater obstacles in 
life than others. When this oc-
curs, we have the opportunity 
to look toward them, rather 
than away. That’s the value of 
humanity — reaching out to 
others when no one else will.” 
— Paul Vitale, not quoted in 
his book of quotes, but ready 
for the next opportunity.

Statehouse Convention Center
Little Rock 

Sunday, January 17
12:30 - 5 p.m.

5013783807  •  WWW.ARKANSASBRIDALCOMMUNITY.COM

nearlyNewlywed 

The Peabody Hotel

TICKETS ARE $5 IN ADVANCE ONLINE 

OR $7 AT THE DOOR

Three couples will be chosen to compete. Game played 
at 2:30 p.m. Winning couple will receive night’s stay at

Go online to register for a chance to play and win. 

the cake dive 

The Blue Cake Co.

Three brides will be chosen to compete in the Cake 
Dive at 3 p.m. Enter to win a wedding cake from

Brides can register to play at the Bridal Show.

Vitale
v Continued from 1D
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“I don’t have to have quiet to write. I look at the colors, the different 
titles, and words pop out at me.”

m DATE AND PLACE OF BIRTH April 12, 1972, in Rus-
sellville.

m IF I HADN’T BECOME A MOTIVATIONAL SPEAKER, 
I WOULD HAVE BEEN Definitely something in market-
ing, probably for a professional football team.

m ONE THING SUCCESS HAS TAUGHT ME IS Whatever 
your talents are, you have the chance to use them to 
help other people.

m ONE THING I’VE LEARNED FROM FAILURE IS Hu-
mility is a great lesson.

m MY FAVORITE THING TO WEAR IS I work out a lot, 
so — workout clothes.

m ONE THING THAT ALWAYS CHEERS ME UP IS I love 
to write and receive letters.

m THE HAPPIEST PLACE ON EARTH (BESIDES DIS-
NEYLAND) IS The White River. Getting to fish and 
float down the river, that’s a happy place for a person 
like me.

m MY FAVORITE SUPERHERO IS Superman — he 
always tries to right the wrong.

m MY REAL-LIFE HEROES ARE My parents (Lou and 
Carole Vitale of Russellville) — I credit them with so 
much.

m IF I COULD BOTTLE ENTHUSIASM, I WOULD SELL 
IT BY THE BRAND NAME OF Invigorating.

m A WORD TO SUM ME UP Optimistic.

SELF PORTRAIT
Paul Vitale
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